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BLOCKLEY ALMSHOUSE. 

T HE fate of the ten or more lunatics who perished during the 
recent fire at Blockley Almshouse deserves more than a 
passing notice at our hands. Every one having the interests of the 
insane at heart will join us in a solemn protest against the misman¬ 
agement of that institution. The possibility of a fire breaking out 
in the insane wards of the almshouse must either have appeared in¬ 
credible to those in charge of the asylum, or else we must suppose 
that the authorities wilfully jeopardized the lives of those entrusted 
to their charge. As a matter of fact the authorities were distinctly 
forewarned by the consulting staff of the Insane Department. In 
a report signed by Drs. S. Weir Mitchell, H. C. Wood, and Charles 
K. Mills, the arrangements of the asylum were severely criticized, 
while the scenes which would be enacted in case of fire were pre¬ 
dicted with remarkable accuracy. We quote from that report : 

“ On the men’s side the wards, so far as concerns escape from 
fire, are essentially the same on each of the three floors. In order 
to get to the fire-escape from the large general sleeping-rooms, it 
would be necessary to pass through four doors, each of them 
always kept locked. Several of these doors are not sufficiently 
large to allow two large men to pass easily at a time, and three of 
them open into corridors, so that should an uncontrollable rush be 
made towards the point of escape, the whole mass of sixty panic- 
stricken lunatics would jam against the the first door, which would 
have to be opened against them. 

“If this door were opened through, the patients would then be 
joined by the inhabitants of the ward, or so many of the latter as 
could get out of their cells, and at each successive door the jam¬ 
ming and difficulty of passage would be increased by the con- 
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tinued augmentation of numbers. There is but one night watch¬ 
man for the whole building, and there are no means by which he, 
without leaving the building, could raise a general alarm in case of 
his finding a fire, and when it is remembered that the process of 
liberation would have to be done upon three floors that are 
separated by locked doors, it is plain that the old man who acts as 
watchman would have his hands full to awaken the nine attendants 
on these three floors, and these attendants would require to be re¬ 
markably cool-headed to control the 260 lunatics and unlock the 
twelve corridor doors and the sixty cell doors.” 

And then/again : 

“ We find that the locks require several keys, and are, from 
long usage, difficult to open, and require several minutes when 
there is no cause for a panic. * * * 

“ The probabilities of the destruction of life in case of fire is 
further manifest, when it is remembered that upon the fourth floor 
are lodged between twenty and thirty paralytics, who could not 
help themselves easily ; that the whole building is very combusti¬ 
ble and not at all fire-proof; that the single watchman would, like 
enough, be in the beginning paralyzed in deciding to choose 
whether to attempt to get out the people or to put out the fire ; that 
there is not a fire plug, a foot of hose, or a fire extinguisher in the 
whole building; and that in the upper stories there is no certain 
supply of water. To sum up, in a very combustible building with 
260 lunatics and thirty disabled paralytics on the fourth floor, 
controlled by seventy-five locks with various keys, besides numer¬ 
ous latches, there is but one night watchman, and he is said to be 
infirm, to discover the fire and alarm the people, and there is no 
means provided to raise a general alarm. There are only nine 
attendants to control the patients and open the doors, no appara¬ 
tus to extinguish the fires, and no one to use such an apparatus 
unless it be the lunatics themselves and some untutored em¬ 
ployes, who, we believe, mainly sleep away from the wards.” 

The consulting staff proposed the necessary changes ; but their 
recommendations fell upon deaf ears. The result is well known 
to all. We suspect that the Blockley Almshouse is not the only 
institution in which such an accident could have occurred. 

NEW YORK MEDICO-LEGAL SOCIETY. 

In his retiring address as President of the Medico-Legal So¬ 
ciety, Mr. Clark Bell gives a very gratifying report of the progress 



